Effects of abstinence on sex hormone profile in alcoholic patients without liver failure.
Excessive ethanol ingestion induces hypoandrogenism in male subjects. To confirm its presence and to study its relationship with the degree of liver damage and alcohol abstinence, plasma sex hormones were measured in alcoholic patients without liver failure, after two different abstinence periods. Patients were 30 male chronic alcoholics admitted to the Alcoholism Ward for treatment of their addiction. On admission, we measured: testosterone (T), estradiol (E), follicle stimulating hormone (FSH), luteinizing hormone (LH) and sex-hormone binding globulin (SHBG). A liver biopsy was also performed. These measurements were repeated at discharge and were also done in 15 normal volunteers. On admission (mean abstinence 1.9 +/- 1.7 days) total T was similar to controls, FSH was lower (p < 0.02) and high levels of SHBG were found (3.5 fold increase, as compared to controls). Histologically, 9 patients had normal liver; 14 had moderate alterations and 7 showed marked alterations. Hormonal values were not different in these 3 groups. At discharge, 11.1 +/- 4.7 days after admission, T, E and FSH did not show significant changes but LH decreased (8.2 +/- 5.2 mIU/ml vs 12.9 +/- 4.1, p < 0.001); SHBG also decreased (65.4 +/- 21.6 nmol/l vs 117.2 +/- 33.3, p < 0.001) to values that still were twice those of controls. It is concluded that alcoholic patients without clinical signs of liver failure have normal plasma testosterone levels, irrespective of their histologic liver alterations and high plasma SHBG levels that decreased significantly after a short abstinence. The concomitant LH decrease suggests that hypoandrogenism is likely in these patients. Fast changes in SHBG levels rise the possibility that this protein is candidate marker of alcoholism.